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Introduction
Located in the heart of California’s agriculturally-rich Central Valley, Fresno County covers 

over 6,000 square miles of rural, mountain, and urban communities. Still recovering from 

the recent drought and recession, the County has a 25.2% poverty rate and an 8.7% 

unemployment rate. Many communities have limited access to technology and connectivity. 

Fresno County is home to 41,619 veterans, and homelessness continues to be a struggle for 

many in the community. Fresno County has a number of pockets of poverty that experience 

food insecurities, with mini marts and convenience stores often being the only nearby 

option for feeding families. Over 70% of youth in the County qualify for free or reduced-cost 

meals during the school year. Pockets of poverty throughout the County also experience  

book deserts,  or areas of primarily low-income where youth lack access to books of their 

own at home. Despite obstacles, Fresno County consists of caring communities with friendly 

people known for stepping up and helping each other. With a long history of welcoming 

immigrants and refugees in the community, Fresno County is proud of its rich diversity and 

culture. 
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Fresno County Public Library (FCPL) received in-depth training through the California State 

Library with coaches from the Harwood Institute for Public Innovation. The Harwood 

practice of 'Turning Outward,' is an approach to gaining public knowledge that includes 

facilitating conversations with a community about shared aspirations, concerns, and 

possible actions. The practice includes being more  intentional in decision-making for a 

community, setting realistic expectations, and collaborating with partner organizations that 

are aligned with a similar purpose and vision. Through over 20 community conversations 

spanning two years, FCPL has heard wishes and concerns of over 200 people in Fresno 

County. Themes emerge from the conversations for specific communities as well as for the 

County as a whole. The following document is a public knowledge summary, sharing back to 

the communities what we heard through multiple conversations. 

The Har ood Institute's 3 A's of Public Life

Authority:

Authenticity:

Accountability:

Being able to reflect back to a community their needs and 
aspirations, being seen as a trusted, concerned member of the 
community.

Listening and reflecting the reality and best interests of the 
community through words and actions.  

Taking action rooted in purpose and meaning, setting realistic 
expectations and following through on promises.  
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Geographic Area Co ered

Community Demographics



Phase I: Three Di erse Communities
For the first phase of implementation, FCPL focused on three diverse communities within Fresno 

County: an agricultural town from the southern boundary (Riverdale), a mountain community 

northeast of Fresno (Auberry), and a metropolitan suburb adjacent to the city (Clovis). 
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Process

FCPL formed teams of two or three people to focus on each community. On each team, one 

person had attended the Public Innovators Lab training, one person lived and worked in the 

chosen community, and a community librarian occasionally completed the team. The teams 

completed a total of nine conversations in the selected areas, plus three additional 

conversations with other communities of interest. 

Phase I: Public Kno ledge Summary

From conversations with diverse geographical communities in Fresno County, common 

themes emerge on a macro level. Throughout the County, people want to live in safe, 

connected communities with equal access to services and resources. When people talk 

about safety, they hope for more police presence, neighborhood watch programs, and more 

positive activities for youth. A wish for more connected communities includes better 

communication among neighbors as well as increased access to WiFi and technology. A 

need for resources includes increased access to jobs, reliable transportation, accessible 

social services, and a trusted central hub for information about community programs and 

events. 

 
Recurring concerns include a feeling of isolation, both in rural and urban communities. Gang 

and drug activity are safety concerns, along with a perceived lack of pride in community and 

too much growth/ sprawl. People also mention a lack of communication among 

communities, with the added obstacle of language barriers. A lack of funding, trust, and 

community involvement are additional challenges hindering progress. Communities would 

trust elected officials, police/ sheriff and fire departments, libraries, and community 

members to take action and influence change. 
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Phase I: Themes from Community Aspirations
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Phase I: Additional Con ersations
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While theming by definition requires multiple conversations, FCPL's individual conversations in additional communities 
provide important information when drawing similar themes from communities across Fresno County.
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For the second phase of implementation, FCPL utilized the public ser ices librarians 

orking in each of its si  geographically-grouped clusters of branches. 

Phase II: E panding the Practice
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Phase II: Public Kno ledge Summary
As in Phase I, common themes emerged countywide from conversations with six different 

communities in Fresno County. People want to live in safe and clean communities with 

improved infrastructure. They wish for equal access to services and resources, especially for 

seniors and veterans. The communities hope for improved communication and connectivity. 

When the communities talk about infrastructure, they hope for better roads, transportation, 

more local jobs, access to health care, improved parks, and more activities for youth. People 

want better communication with elected officials and improved connectivity through access to 

broadband and technology. They also wish for increased career and vocational training 

opportunities. 

 
As people talk about these issues, they are concerned about a lack of funding, a lack of 

volunteers and dwindling community involvement. People also mention a concern about 

bureaucratic 'red tape' slowing potential for growth. An additional concern is the lack of 

communication among community members and with leaders and elected officials. 

 
Suggested action steps include a focus on redevelopment with improved bus systems and local 

parks. Communities hope to create local directories or databases of services and providers to 

increase awareness of local resources and help spotlight local businesses in a central hub of 

information. They want to increase training in computer literacy and job readiness skills, and 

increase community involvement by creating a volunteer base. People would like conversations 

in English and Spanish to increase trust and communication with officials. The police and fire 

departments, libraries, and community members are trusted to act.
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Process
FCPL formed six teams for the second phase to spread the Harwood practice further within 

Fresno County. Each team consisted of an adult librarian from the Public Services Division 

and staff from the Programming, eServices, and WoW Departments of the Community 

Services Division. At least one person on each team was involved in Phase I and had 

successfully completed conversations. This prior experience boosted the teams' confidence 

levels and provided mentoring opportunities. The six teams completed over ten 

conversations. Communities were selected based on geography and/ or subject areas. The 

teams spoke with people in Firebaugh, Pinedale, Sanger, Selma, West Fresno, and with local 

veterans and their service providers. 
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Phase II: Themes from Community Aspirations
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In addition to gaining more public kno ledge about the hopes and concerns of the 

di erse communities in Fresno County, FCPL has also 'turned out ard' internally to hold 

important con ersations about the organization as a community ith library staff and 

customers. Recurring themes ha e emerged common to FCPL as its o n community.

Turning Out ard from Within
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Process
FCPL created 'Ask Posters' to seek input from library customers about wishes for their 

communities. The posters were placed in high traffic areas within three library branches, 

and customers were encouraged to write directly on the poster. Even though the locations 

chosen were three very different communities with the County, four common themes 

recurred. FCPL has also started implementing a more 'turned outward' approach to internal 

operations and the Library as a community, facilitating important conversations with library 

staff. By increasing communication about shared wishes and concerns, and by providing 

space for reflection on the current status and future goals of the organization, FCPL has 

started breaking down organizational silos to work more collaboratively as one team with a 

shared purpose. Turning Outward and being more intentional with choices and decisions 

has also allowed FCPL to plan more relevant and meaningful programs, services, and 

partnerships to align with community need and strategic priorities. 

'Internal' Public Kno ledge Summary

From the 'Ask Posters' in three library branches, four main themes emerged with much 

similarity to community conversations from Phases I and II: safety, more activities for youth, 

better access to social services, and some library-centric aspirations. A conversation with 

librarians about FCPL as its own community showed a need for better internal 

communication and resource sharing, more support for staff and professional 

development, and improvements to facilities. When talking about FCPL's role in the 

community, librarians spoke about a need for more bilingual offerings, especially in Spanish. 

They perceived a need for more bilingual staff, programs, and resources. Increasing public 

access to and training with technology was mentioned, along with more inclusive and teen-

friendly environments in library branches. A conversation with public service/ cluster 

supervisors about Fresno County as a community revealed hopes for quality education for 

all ages, safe neighborhoods, reliable and eco-friendly public transportation, and better 

access for all to social services. 



Aspirations from the FCPL Community
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Conclusion
Public knowledge belongs to the public - to the 

members of the community. FCPL is honored to be a 

trusted steward of this information, and to share it 

openly with the people of Fresno County. Multiple 

conversations mentioned the importance of community 

pride, investment, and involvement to create safe, clean, 

and welcoming places to live. Using shared aspirations, 

we can join together and address concerns as we 

influence positive change. Below are people specifically 

mentioned in conversations as trusted to act in the best 

interest of the community. As community members, we 

can all take personal responsibility and ownership to 

make our neighborhoods friendlier, brighter, and 

welcoming places to call home. 

Priorities for FCPL
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Implications
From the first two phases of conversations, FCPL spoke with many concerned and caring members of diverse 

communities throughout Fresno County. We are grateful to all participants who selflessly shared their time 

and hopes with us for this project. Despite the varied geography and demographics of the communities, 

several key unifying themes emerged from the conversations. People in Fresno County want to live in a safe, 

clean, caring community. They want fair and equal access to resources and services, with a trusted central 

source for finding local information. They hope for more connectivity, both through access to technology and 

through improved communication with their neighbors. A strong recurring theme is a wish for more positive 

activities for youth to keep children and teens safe, away from negative influences, and better prepared for 

future success. 

 

More Spanish/ bilingual programs, 
resources, and staff.

More afterschool activities for 
kids and teens.

Increased access to technology 
and training.

Create open spaces for dialogue 
to build respect and community.

Serve as trusted hub for 
information about local services.

Trusted to Act
Community Members
Local Police Departments
Fire Departments
Fresno County Public Library
Fresno County Sheriff Department

City Councils
Elected Officials/ Local Leaders
Chamber of Commerce
Rotary Clubs
Local Agencies
 




